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______________________________________________________________________ 
Contemporary social change related to the structure and function of families has spurned 
an increasing scholarship of fatherhood, and much is now known about the vital and 
diverse roles that fathers play in the lives of their children. Similarly, there now exists a 
growing literature pertaining to intermarriage and the raising of bilingual children. 
However, such studies have typically adopted the perspective of the mother living as a 
cultural minority. In contrast, the experience of men in mixed marriage remains largely 
unclear. This paper, through a review of relevant interrelated literature from the areas of 
family studies, sociolinguistics, and bilingualism studies, will highlight gaps in current 
knowledge. The paper will then suggest an approach that future studies might adopt in 
order to better understand the bilingual childrearing process in intermarried families from 
the perspective of men living as cultural and linguistic minorities.  
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Introduction 
Whilst intermarriage is not as new a phenomenon as it is often purported to be, the rate of 
kokusai kekkon3 in Japan has nevertheless risen dramatically over the last several decades 
(Burgess, 2004). Consequently, several Japan specific studies have gradually been added 
to a broader literature pertaining to intermarriage and the raising of bilingual children. 
However, the majority of such studies have focused on the experiences of the mothers 
living in their spouse’s homelands, and have portrayed these women to be both 
marginalized by culture, and subordinated by gender (e.g.: Okita, 2002; Imamura, 1990).  
In contrast, the experience of men in mixed marriages remains largely unclear. Despite 
the fact that contemporary social change related to the structure and function of families 
has spurned significant growth in the scholarship of fatherhood, a tendency to assume 
that fathers play secondary, subordinate roles in the bilingual rearing of their children 
persists4. The father, it would appear, does not play as important a role in bilingual 
childrearing as the mother, namely because he tends not to be the child’s primary 
caregiver.  
 
This supposition, however, should be reconsidered. Context specific circumstances raise 
a number of questions regarding this blanket assumption, and to date little is actually 
known about the role of minority language speaking fathers in the bilingual childrearing 
process. Specifically, given the greater proclivity of western men to marry Japanese 
                                                   
1 This paper was presented to the Second Annual Rhizomes: Re-Visioning Boundaries Conference of 
the School of Languages and Comparative Cultural Studies, The University of Queensland, in 
Brisbane 24-25 February 2006. 
2 To contact the author of this article, write to him at lockiejackson@hotmail.com. 
3 Literally ‘international marriage’, the term is used to describe Japanese- non-Japanese unions. This 
paper restricts discussion of kokusai kekkon to couples residing in Japan. 
4 Okita’s (2002) study, for example, adequately illustrates this assumption. 
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women than Japanese men to marry westerners, and the consequent escalation in the 
number of native English speaking intermarried fathers in Japan (Noguchi, 2001: 237), 
the failure of the current literature to adequately account for the language work5 
undertaken by intermarried native English speaking fathers in Japan remains surprising. 
 
As such, the implied meaning of this paper’s title – “Daddy, nani itteru no?” (Daddy, 
what are you saying?6) – is twofold. The immediate nuance is, of course, that of a 
Japanese speaking child struggling to understand his or her father’s native language. 
Accordingly, the title attempts to denote the pivotal position that language occupies in 
intermarried families and its relation to many of the challenges that such interlingual 
families must negotiate. Yet on another level, the title has been employed to highlight the 
necessity to actually listen to the voices of those intermarried fathers living as cultural 
and linguistic minorities7. How do they experience and perceive the bicultural 
childrearing process? What is it that they might have to say? 
 
This review article will integrate the literature from several interrelated fields of study – 
fatherhood, intermarriage, sociolinguistic theory, and bilingualism studies – to pursue a 
thematically organized examination of the inconsistent finding from previous studies of 
both Japan specific cases as well as those from wider contexts. Through a discussion of 
factors that may (or, indeed, may not) influence the type and amount of language work 
undertaken by fathers in the bilingual childrearing process, the article will suggest an 
approach that future studies would be well served adopting if they are to better 
understand bilingual parenting in intermarried families from the perspective of men 
living as cultural and linguistic minorities. 
 
A Conceptual Framework 
In order to best understand the experiences of native English Speaking fathers and 
bilingual childrearing in intermarried families in Japan, it is necessary to firstly develop a 
conceptual framework from the existing literature. This framework evolves from a 
discussion of fatherhood roles, intermarriage, and the sociolinguistic concept of the 
family domain. 
 
Fatherhood Roles: 
Fueled by dynamic changes to the nature of families and employment trends, increased 
divorce and separation rates, and a growth in the number of single parent families, 
scholarship pertaining to families in general, and fatherhood in particular, has 
experienced rapid growth over the last three decades (Sullivan, 2003; Coltrane, 1996). 
Much is now known about the vital and diverse roles that fathers play in the lives of their 
                                                   
5 The term ‘language work’ has been borrowed from Okita (2002). It is used to denote all of the 
strategies, decisions and practices undertaken by parents in the bilingual rearing of their children. 
6 In the instance whereby the child is seeking clarification from a third person, another possible 
translation for this phrase is “What is Daddy saying?” 
7 Although the term ‘cultural and linguistic minority’ is employed, it should be recognized that, due to 
the favorable status of Global English in Japan, the circumstances of native-English speaking 
‘foreigners’ (a euphemism for ‘Westerners’) regarding bilingual childrearing differs greatly from those 
from ‘non-Western’ backgrounds. It is also acknowledged that the majority of so-called kokusai 
kekkon (international marriages) in Japan are between Japanese and ‘non-Westerners’. 
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children (Lamb & Tamis-Lemondra, 2004). 
 
Consequently, the literature pertaining to fatherhood, according to Marsiglio (1995), can 
be characterized into three distinct foci. The first strand of research has scrutinized the 
cultural images of fatherhood – the societal rhetoric about what fathers are supposed to be 
(e.g.: Pleck, 2004; White, 2002). The second strand has investigated the social 
psychology relating to how fathers perceive their paternal roles - seeking to ascertain 
what fatherhood actually means to the fathers themselves (e.g.: Ishii-Kuntz, 2003; 
Mathews; 2003). Finally, the third strand has comprised of analyses concerning the effect 
that paternal conduct actually has on children, and has tended to focus on the gendered 
nature of childrearing tasks (e.g.: Frey, 2003; Sano, 2002). 
 
The first foci concerning the cultural imagery of what ‘good’ fathers are supposed to be, 
is, in essence, a discussion of the “norms, values and beliefs surrounding the social status 
of the father” (Marsiglio, 1995: 3). This imagery has undergone significant change, both 
within Japan and in what can reluctantly be described as ‘Western’ cultures. 
Contemporary Western images of ‘new age dads’ abound in the mass media (see, for 
example Williams, 2005; Machado, 2005), and it can generally be said that fathers today 
are expected to perform a wider role than in previous generations. Conversely, several 
Japan specific studies have documented the shift from the pre-war Confucian image of 
the father as the strong and feared jishin, kaminari, kaji, oyaji (earthquake, thunder, fire, 
and father) motif to current depictions of fathers as emotionally and physically absent 
from their children’s lives. Derogatory labels such as dame oyaji (dumb dads) and sodai 
gomi (house junk) illustrate this transition in imagery well (Ohgiya, 1983, cited in 
Shwalb et al., 2004: 161; see also White, 2002). 
 
Importantly for non-Japanese fathers in Japan, essentialist notions about what parental 
tasks fathers should and can (and, indeed, cannot) do is something that is often at 
variance with their own socially constructed notions about fathering. Stated simply, the 
way in which non-Japanese fathers negotiate the cultural imagery of fathering in Japan is 
currently not well understood. Furthermore, when exploring the bilingual childrearing 
experiences of these fathers in Japan, it is probable that the cultural imagery of 
fatherhood influences the other two foci – that is, the social psychology regarding how 
these men perceive their roles, as well as the effect that their paternal conduct actually 
has on their children. 
 
In any case, fathers are now generally expected to be much more than ‘breadwinners’, 
and as Lamb (1998: 49) states, “the realization that fathers have filled, and continue to fill 
a diverse variety of roles in their families is an essential prerequisite for understanding 
both contemporary debates about the meaning and nature of fatherhood, as well as more 
narrow attempts to explore paternal influences on family functioning and child 
development”. Recognizing this, it is surprising therefore, that paternal roles have 
received only superficial attention in studies of language use in interlingual families. 
 
Intermarriage – A Balanced Approach 
With regard to intermarriage specifically, previous studies have pessimistically and 
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universally depicted alienated, insecure men living in dysfunctional relationships with 
socially and culturally isolated wives (Cottrell, 1990). Reoccurring themes in such studies 
include the adaptation, marginality and cultural conflict experienced by intermarried 
women (e.g.: Okita, 2002; Liamputtong, 2001; Imamura, 1990). As such, the pronounced 
lack of diverse and alternative perspectives in the literature is striking. Despite this 
tendency, a few studies have attempted to move discussion of intermarriage beyond an 
oft-cited yet overly simplistic portrayal of the ‘East-West dyad’. Luke and Luke’s (1998) 
case-study of twenty intermarried families of mixed Australian-Anglo and Indo-Asian 
heritages, for example, is refreshing in that it clearly emphasizes the diversity of both 
experience and perspective that is to be found amongst intermarried individuals. 
Similarly, Piller’s (2002) study of the linguistic practices of English-German speaking 
couples highlights the complexity of personal issues faced by intermarried couples 
striving to become late bilinguals, and the evolving identity transformation that often 
takes place in that process. Generally speaking, however, literature examining 
intermarriage has tended to be Eurocentric, focused on the ‘war-bride’ experiences of the 
spouses of American and British servicemen, and has also failed to account for the 
changes in the social, political and cultural environments around the world over the last 
several decades (Cottrell, 1990). 
 
Therefore, trite depictions of intermarriage from the majority of previous studies are 
unlikely to further understanding of the bilingual childrearing experiences of native 
English-speaking fathers in Japan. The circumstances of these men differ from what has 
generally been painted as the norm in prior studies because, unlike the majority of men in 
previous studies, they are living as minority language speakers in their spouses’ 
homelands. Sociologically speaking, it can also be said that the native English-speaking 
fathers in Japan tend to be tertiary educated, middle-class professionals. In this sense, 
they also differ from many of the men discussed in prior studies. 
 
The Family Domain: 
The literature from the field of sociolinguistics obviously aids in the understanding of 
bilingual childrearing in intermarried families greatly. The language work undertaken by 
the fathers in such families takes place within what Fishman (1965/2000)8 calls the 
‘family domain’. Language domains, which Clyne (1991: 54) has also described as 
“contextualized spheres of communication”, include such settings as work, school, 
church, and of course, the family. This idea of “contextualized spheres” is by no means 
unlike Bourdieu’s (1991) notion of ‘practice’ across differing ‘fields’, in itself a concept 
extensively utilized in contemporary sociolinguistic analysis (Boxer, 2002:3). The family 
domain specifically, notes Boxer (2002: 4), is fundamental to building identity through 
language socialization, and in intermarried families where bicultural and bilingual 
childrearing is a priority, it is assumed to be of even greater significance. 
 
Though various sociolinguistic studies have examined the interlingual family domain, the 
majority of such works have focused on either North American or European contexts 
(Harding& Riley, 1986). Furthermore, often such studies have been based on the authors’ 
                                                   
8 Fishman’s famous paper originally appeared in La Linguistique 2:67-88 (1965), but was accessed in 
Li Wei’s (2000) volume of reproduced works. 
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observations of their own children (e.g. Cunningham-Andersson & Andersson, 2004). 
While a limited number of Japan specific studies have been conducted on bilingual 
childrearing in intermarried families (for example, Kamada, 1995; Noguchi, 2001; 
Yamamoto, 2001), they have tended to focus on the children of such families, paying 
little attention to the perspectives and experiences of the parents themselves. In particular, 
to date no study has specifically dealt with the bilingual childrearing roles and practices 
of non-Japanese intermarried men in Japan. 
 
Previous Studies on Bilingual Childrearing – Inferences and Inconsistencies 
From numerous sociolinguistic studies of bilingual childrearing in interlingual families, 
three fundamental issues appear to have emerged. They are: 1) the debate concerning 
which language use strategy best promotes bilingual acquisition within the family; 2) the 
extent to which the gender of the minority language speaking parent influences bilingual 
development; and 3) the effect of the parents’ second language (L2) proficiency on the 
child’s bilingualism. Japan specific studies, as well as those from wider contexts have 
yielded conflicting and inconsistent findings on all three of these issues, and the 
following section will discuss them in turn. 
 
Language Use Strategies in Interlingual Families: 
Several studies have advocated the perceived merits of the implementation of specific 
language strategies in the interlingual home. Frequently cited language strategies9 include 
one-parent-one-language (O.P.O.L), minority language at home (ML@H), a mixed 
strategy (M.S.), and time & place (T&P).  
 
Perhaps the best known advocate of O.P.O.L is Dopke (1992). Her study of English-
German speaking households in Australia maintains that consistency in language 
separation is vital in ensuring active bilingualism. Hence, Dopke strongly argues for 
intermarried parents to only speak their native languages to their children. Lanza’s (1997) 
renowned study supports this general principle. She conducted case studies of two 
Norwegian-English bilinguals from two families, both of which were comprised of an 
American mother and a Norwegian father. Lanza developed a continuum of parental 
discourse strategies that ranged from what she terms a “bilingual strategy” to a 
“monolingual strategy”. She maintains that parents have a better chance of promoting 
active bilingualism in their children when they adopt consistent strategies that promote a 
monolingual language context – i.e.: when parents insist that parent-child interactions are 
conducted exclusively in the respective parent’s native language. 
 
Several Japan specific studies, however, have questioned both the practicality and 
effectiveness of the OPOL strategy (e.g.: Hoffman, 1985). For example, in her 
comprehensive and intriguing exploration of language use in intermarried families in 
Japan, Yamamoto (2001) found that the use of the OPOL strategy does not guarantee 
active bilingualism. Her data suggests, rather, that both parents using the ML@H strategy 
is more effective in fostering active bilingualism. Billings (1990) also administered a 
questionnaire to Japanese-non-Japanese interlingual families comprised from a range of 
                                                   
9 For a more detailed explanation of commonly used language strategies in interlingual families, see 
Barron-Hauwaert, 2004; Tokuhama-Espinosa, 2001; and Romaine, 1989. 
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linguistic backgrounds, and reported that ML@H is the most likely strategy to lead to 
active bilingualism, whilst OPOL leads to either active or passive bilingualism. Similarly, 
Noguchi (2001) goes so far as to say that OPOL is not shown to positively promote 
bilingualism, but rather, in concurrence with Billings, posits that families adopting the 
ML@H are far more likely to support active bilingualism in their children. Regarding the 
so-called mixed strategy, while Noguchi finds that the parental mixing of languages can 
in fact be viewed as providing a positive model of bilingualism, Billings claims that 
families who use a mixed strategy tend only to support the acquisition of passive 
bilingualism.  
 
This tendency of the Japan specific studies to contradict the widespread belief propagated 
in studies from other contexts (i.e. that OPOL is the most effective language strategy in 
cultivating bilingualism) suggests that the effectiveness of any given language strategy is 
context specific. It could be supposed, therefore, that socio-cultural factors particular to 
Japan may render the implementation of the OPOL strategy both impractical and 
ineffectual. This question of why OPOL does not appear to ‘fit’ the Japanese context 
warrants investigation in future studies.  
 
The Effect of Parental Gender on Bilingual Development: 
An important question relating to language use in the family domain relates to gender. 
Research has suggested that there are differences between male and female speech forms 
(Barron-Hauwaert, 2004: 117), and it is generally accepted that women use more 
formalized speech than do men, and that the nature of language interaction also differs 
between mother and father. Whilst a generalization, research also suggests that mothers 
often tend to interact with their children about fundamental housekeeping functions (e.g. 
feeding, bathing, dressing) whilst fathers on the other hand tend to interact more 
frequently in the child centered context of play (Baker. 2000: 8). 
 
Some previous studies have suggested that the gender of the minority language speaking 
parent is indeed a factor in successful bilingual childrearing. For example, Lyon’s (1996) 
study of Welsh-English bilingual families found that in intermarried families the father’s 
native language tends to be adopted as the dominant language of the household; a 
phenomenon she viewed as indicative of the gendered power relations of most families. 
Similarly, Harrison & Piette’s (1980) study of Welsh-English speaking bilinguals 
specifically acknowledged the influence of the father’s attitude towards language on 
bilingual development. 
 
However, it is sometimes claimed that minority language speaking mothers are more 
likely to successfully raise bilingual children than minority language speaking fathers. 
Clyne (1982), for instance, examined the significance of the gender of the immigrant 
parent on the minority language acquisition of children of exogamous marriages in 
Australia, and concluded that in cases where the father is the minority language speaker, 
language shift to English is slightly more probable than in cases where the mother is the 
minority language speaker. Kamada’s (1995) study of 12 intermarried families in Japan 
supports Clyne’s finding. In her study, she argued that children whose fathers are the 
minority native speakers are less likely to become bilingual than those whose mothers are 
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the native minority language speaker. Kamada suggested that the socio-economic 
expectations placed on fathers in Japan renders them often unable to perform the quality 
and quantity of language work undertaken by native minority language speaking mothers. 
In addition, Lyon’s (1996) study of English-Welsh bilinguals supports Kamada’s 
contention, having found that the mother’s language is an influential variable because 
mothers tend to spend more time with, and adopt more appropriate speech when speaking 
to their children than do fathers.  
 
However, Dopke’s (1992) study of six German-Australian families using the one-parent-
one-language (O.P.O.L.) strategy in Australia is contradictory to the aforementioned 
findings of both Clyne and Kamada. Dopke maintained that in families that adopt the 
O.P.O.L. principle, the quality of language interaction (i.e. ideally child-centered 
interaction) is more important than the mere quantity of time spent with the child. As 
such, the gender of the minority language speaking parent, according to Dopke, was 
found not to be a significant factor in determining the degree of bilingualism attained by 
children of exogamous marriages. Noguchi’s (2001) survey of factors linked to active 
English-Japanese bilingualism supports this view, having found no significant correlation 
between children’s bilinguality and the gender of the minority language speaking parent.  
 
Interestingly, Lucacevich’s (2000) investigation into the influence of the Japanese 
parent’s gender on the acquisition of Japanese by children of intermarried Japanese-
Australian marriages in Australia was non-committal as to whether the gender of the 
minority speaking parent is a significant factor in bilingual development. She found that 
gender may be a factor in influencing bilingual development, but uncovered no 
significant difference between families where the mother is the minority language 
speaker as opposed to the father. Lucacevich reasoned that parental L2 language 
proficiency was a more influential factor in influencing children’s second language 
acquisition, and this hypothesis is discussed in the section below. 
 
The Effect of Parental L2 Proficiency on Bilingual Development: 
Parental L2 proficiency is also thought by some to influence bilingual development in 
children. As Lucacevich (2000: 62) points out, “clearly, competency in their spouse’s 
native language means that parents in mixed marriage are in a position to make a 
conscious choice about the language they will use with their spouse and their children. 
Conversely, lack of competency in their non native language limits the choices parents 
can make”. 
 
Of course parental L2 proficiency is also thought by some to negatively impact bilingual 
acquisition. It is a common complaint of many that when children become aware that 
their native L2 speaking parent is competent in the majority language, their motivation to 
use the minority language with that parent is diminished10. As Kamada (1995: 123) 
attests, “paradoxically, it is sometimes because the parent is bilingual and can easily slip 
into the more convenient language that the child is often not forced to search for ways to 
                                                   
10 Although there exists little empirical data to support this view, it is, nevertheless, a perspective that 
the author has encountered numerous times during personal communications with many intermarried 
families in Japan, and has been included for this reason. 
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express him/herself in the NNL [non native language] and thus misses the chance to 
develop bilinguality”. 
 
This contention, however, that parental L2 proficiency influences bilingual development 
in children is at odds with conclusions drawn in other studies. In her investigation into 
factors linked to active English-Japanese bilingualism, Noguchi (2001) did not find a 
direct correlation between parents’ abilities to speak their respective spouses’ language 
and the attainment of active bilingualism in their children.  
 
What can be supposed from these inconsistent findings is that parental L2 proficiency 
may not be a major influence in bilingual development provided that parents exert the 
additional effort to expose their children to the minority language – i.e. to follow a 
language strategy reasonably consistently – regardless of their own L2 competencies. 
Further investigation into specifically why some minority language speaking parents find 
it difficult to interact with their children exclusively in the minority language is 
warranted. 
 
Rethinking Fathers & Bilingual Childrearing – A New Approach 
Most scholars now agree, regardless of the language strategy adopted, the language work 
undertaken in the bilingual childrearing process is demanding, as well as at times, quite 
taxing. Children in intermarried families do not simply ‘pick up’ a second language 
nearly as ‘naturally’ as is often assumed.  
 
For instance, Okita (2002) conducted a study of intermarried Japanese women in the 
United Kingdom, and the language work they undertook in the bilingual rearing of their 
children. She attempted to ascertain how parental “values and aspirations concerning 
childrearing come together in ethnically intermarried families”, examining how decisions 
concerning language practices merge in that process (p. 1). One of Okita’s main 
contentions was that the fathers in her study were largely oblivious to the degree of 
‘language work’ required of their wives. Bilingualism, argued Okita, is not something 
that “comes naturally” (as the fathers in her study reportedly universally assumed); rather 
it needs to be constructed through intense and sustained effort – the vast majority of 
which was exerted by the minority language speaking mother.  
 
The main weakness, however, of Okita’s study (and others like it) is that it characterized 
all of the fathers somewhat universally, and failed to consider the diversity one might 
expect to find in these men’s attitudes, experiences, language abilities, cultural 
competencies and commitment to bilingual childrearing.  
 
Pointedly, it is essential that future studies of interlingual families more readily 
acknowledge that intermarried fathers can and do play fundamental roles in the bilingual 
childrearing process – particularly in instances where the father is the minority language 
speaker. It is desirable that future research into interlingual families specifically analyze 
the variables that shape both the type and amount of language work undertaken by the 
fathers themselves. A lucid account of how intermarried fathers feel about the language 
work they undertake should also be sought. 
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Conclusion 
This review article has surveyed a multidisciplinary literature to ascertain how we might 
best understand the experiences of native English-speaking intermarried fathers in Japan 
regarding the bilingual childrearing of their children.  
 
Sociological research from fatherhood studies and intermarriage studies, in conjunction 
with sociolinguistic theory provided a conceptual framework with which we can begin to 
understand the language work that fathers do in the family domain. Following this, 
notable prior studies of bilingual childrearing in intermarried families were discussed. 
Incorporating Japan specific research with studies from wider contexts, inconsistent 
findings related to three fundamental issues were canvassed. These issues related to 
language use strategies, the impact of parental gender, and parental L2 proficiency on 
bilingual development of children. 
 
In order for future studies to successfully elucidate some of these inconsistencies, it was 
suggested that they more readily acknowledge that language work in the family domain is 
not exclusively performed by the mother. After all, fathers can and do undertake a variety 
of tasks and roles related to the language work required of their children. The paper 
contended that there is a need to specifically examine the experiences and perspectives of 
intermarried fathers in the bilingual childrearing process. 
 
The author’s current PhD research project is a step in that direction. He is currently 
undertaking a qualitative study of eight intermarried native English speaking fathers in 
Japan. The study seeks to draw out both the diversity and complexity of roles and 
experiences that such men play in the bilingual childrearing of their children. What is it 
that they might be saying? “Nani itteru no?” indeed. 
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